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ABSTRACT 
Using elements of an autoethnographic approach, this study will chart the reflective process 
behind the professional challenge of integrating a deaf learner into my oral English discussion 
class. Presenting extracts from my teaching journal, this study’s chief aim is to provide a narrated 
perspective in the under-researched, yet burgeoning area of working with learners with special 
education needs (SEN) in English as a foreign language (EFL) settings. Although this article is 
limited to my own journey in my immediate context of one Japanese university program, it is 
hoped that this paper will function to address a gap in the literature detailing support for learners 
with SEN in the profession of teaching English as a foreign language. 
 
INTRODUCTION 
In Japan, the number of learners with special educational needs entering a mainstream higher 
education setting such as university is increasing. According to the Japan Student Services 
Organisation (JASSO), in the year of 2014, a total of 14,127 students entered university with self-
identified impairments such as physical, developmental, or auditory and speech disabilities. This 
is a great increase from 2005’s intake, which saw 5,444 students with various disabilities entering 
Japanese universities nationwide. Estimates beyond 2014 suggest that this trend will continue, and 
is largely due to the passing of the Act on the Elimination of Disability Discrimination in 2013, 
requiring universities to be fully compliant in accommodating students with disabilities by 2016. 
However, such an influx of SEN learners taking the chance in opting to study alongside their able-
bodied peers, is likely to bring unfamiliar and diverse challenges for educators and institutions 
alike as they look to provide suitable, equitable and supportive learning environments.  
Although universities largely have provisions in place and qualified staff to support SEN 
learners when needed, one area where challenges are manifest is in compulsory English foreign 
language (EFL) classes, which in the case of the author’s teaching context, all learners are required 
to take in their first year at university. However, there is little to no mention as to how to go about 
adapting classes and supporting SEN learners in the majority of pre-service teaching courses, nor 
is there a great deal of focus in further professional development programs such as Masters 
courses, or indeed in the literature. Given the lack of support or guidance available, educators who 
find themselves in such a situation must learn and reflect on their own experiential process, and 
find suitable solutions in collaboration with their learners and others around them. Considering 
the increase in the number of students entering university with disabilities, more of a focus should 
arguably be given to teaching students with disabilities as a feature of continuing professional 
development (CPD) programs in both EFL programs and institutional instructor development 
programs. 
 In response to the lack of support available, this article will detail my reflective process 
and journey in helping a learner with a hearing disability integrate into a compulsory English class, 
where learners were required to participate in group discussions with one another. Not only will 
this article reveal, through extracts from a reflective teaching diary, the steps that myself, as the 
instructor took in supporting the learner in the classroom, but will also show both the independent 
and collaborative developmental learning process I experienced along the path towards 
discovering more information and in working with a supportive group of individuals.  
 A handful of dedicated articles and books have been written that explore the situation 
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of language learning and teaching when learners with special educational needs or learning 
differences are involved. Regarding the tuition and guidance of deaf learners in language learning, 
Mayer (2009), Strong (1988), and Swisher (1989) provide an overview of both the pedagogical 
differences, and physical challenges faced by deaf students in learning first, second, and foreign 
languages. Kormos and Smith (2012) explore the various discourses of disability in education, 
particularly focused on learners that display cognitive or emotional differences. The pair detail the 
multi-facetted implications that educators need to consider, such as accommodation, identity, 
disclosure, and transition. 
 Autoethnography, as a method of research and inquiry, simply put, are presentations of 
cultural members giving accounts about their culture, where by, according to Adams, Jones, and 
Ellis (2015), researchers use their “personal experience to describe and critique cultural beliefs, 
practices, and experiences’’ (p.1), and show “people in the process of figuring out what to do, how 
to live, and the meaning of their struggles” (p.2). This study is autoethnographic in nature, in that 
as well as being the author of this article, I am also the subject, with the presentation of my own 
reflective teaching journal entries being the conduit of my teaching and researching actions. 
Critical incidences within cultural loci often motivate and bring about the production of 
autoethnographic studies. One example is a teacher reflecting on “unplanned and unanticipated 
events that occur during class, outside class, or during a teacher’s career,” that “only become 
critical when they are subject to conscious reflection” (Farrell, 2012, p.81). In the case of this 
study, I will be detailing my reflections on the critical incident of not only how to integrate a deaf 
learner into my class, but more generally on the unfamiliar experience and unprepared nature of 
the challenge in my continuing professional teaching career.  
 Autoethnographic studies are highly personal to the author’s own experiences, and 
describe the immediate situation around them. Additionally, the teaching of SEN learners is 
unique in different circumstances and, as an approach, is non-generalisable, given the dynamic 
makeup of each individual learning setting and students involved. Previous studies published have 
detailed various worthwhile and valuable experiences with teaching foreign languages to SEN 
learners. Enjelvin (2009) provides a case study of a blind undergraduate student studying French 
as a university undergraduate in the UK. The study led the team concerned to make reasonable 
adjustments to areas such as material design, and conclude with a number of recommendations 
moving forward. Lowe (2015) documents his experiences with integrating a visually impaired 
learner into his communicative English class in Japan. His report revealed his attempts to create 
an inclusive environment by adapting his own classroom management techniques and allowing 
for greater sensitivity towards his blind learner, particularly noting that over-support may impede 
class integration. It is hoped with this study that my personal experiences of attempting to integrate 
a deaf learner into my own classroom will add a further qualitative perspective to this flourishing 
field of inquiry, a perspective that is lacking according to Pugach (2001). However, to date there 
have been no other studies using an autoethnographic method that deal explicitly with the process 
of helping SEN learners integrate into an EFL setting. The closest studies are Snell and Janney 
(2000), in which their ethnographic study investigated ways teachers and school staff identified 
and solved classroom-based concerns with SEN learners, and Musengi’s (2014) study which 
provided experiential narratives of non-specialist teachers working with deaf learners in the 
educational setting of Zimbabwe. 
 According to Farrell (2006), reflecting on practice helps to “bridge the gap between a 
teacher’s beliefs and their classroom practices (p.  77). As such, a reflective practitioner has the 
ability to “look back on events, make judgments about them, and alter their teaching behaviours 
in light of craft, research, and ethical knowledge” (Valli, 1997, p.70). There are a number of ways 
to go about reflecting on teaching meaningfully. One method that is commonly used by 
Matthew W. Turner 
255 
practitioners is the conscientious production and rigorous upkeep of a teaching journal. Richards 
and Farrell (2005) claim that a reflective teaching journal acts as a “written account of 
observations, reflections, and other thoughts about teaching” (p .68), and that without such a tool, 
a teacher “often has no substantial recollection of what happened during a lesson,” and will be 
unable to use teaching “as a source for further learning” (p. 69). There are a number of purposes 
for keeping a teaching journal, with a variety of different audiences. For this study, the teaching 
journal was used as a way to monitor my practices and actions both in and out of class, and provide 
a record of teaching and developmental undertakings for not only myself, but also for others to 
read. The teaching journal kept for this study is intrapersonal in nature, involving self-reflection 
on, and the talking through of my actions, and subsequently using the journal as an artefact for 
analysis. 
Teaching journals are a route for one to professionally develop, reflect meaningfully on 
practice, and better critically understand and address the task of integrating a SEN learner into 
one’s compulsory and mainstream English classes. Yet, wider professional frameworks also exist 
for not only facilitating an adequate and equitable learning environment for the student, but in 
providing guidance and support for the educator, and continuing direction for the institution. 
Frameworks also help to situate the individual educator’s role within the potential wider support 
network that may be available. Ortiz and Yates (2001) propose an eleven-point plan that 
encompasses the longitudinal, ongoing, and multifaceted process of supporting SEN students in 
English language learning situations. Ortiz and Yates’ framework, although useful, is principally 
related to the schooling system in the U.S., and was developed in response to the reauthorisation 
of the Individual with Disabilities Education Act by the government at the time. The majority of 
English as a foreign language teaching however often takes place in private settings, such as 
language schools, or beyond the influence, scope and awareness of government support initiatives. 
What may therefore be required is an adaptable framework that can be used by various institutions 
as a way to support the CPD of teachers working with SEN learners. Lowe (2016) proposes four 
steps in his CPD framework regarding SEN in ELT. The first step requires consultation, which 
involves “speaking to a student about their needs and difficulties, and discussing what the teacher 
or school can do to help facilitate their learning” (p.27). In the second stage, internal coaching and 
mentoring begins. This step involves a Special Educational Needs Coordinator (SENCO) or 
equivalent, “giving advice, and negotiating a solution with the teacher” (p.28) and acting as an 
overseer for the teacher’s development. The next stage calls for interaction with outside support 
and participation in further training.  Lowe describes this stage as one that should be done in 
tandem with the previous stages, but with added support from an external agent, such as help from 
an expert, or event teacher reading articles or attending presentations on related matters. The final 
stage in Lowe’s framework involves Cascade Training, meaning the dissemination and 
exchanging of experiential knowledge to other parties that are either in the same institution or 
further afield. This information is recycled and passed along, so that best practices can be upheld.  
 
STUDY CONTEXT AND BACKGROUND 
The impetus for this inquiry to be carried out came about as a result of my experience of teaching 
a learner that was born deaf, and unable to speak. Although she had the option not to participate 
in a first year English course, centred around learners’ abilities to share ideas fluently in a series 
of topical discussion tasks, she strongly voiced her desire to join and take part. I taught the learner 
from April to July 2016, when the first semester ended. A teaching journal was maintained 
throughout, not only to capture my reflective thought processes, but as a source of fieldwork to 
tell my autoethnographic narrative. Each journal entry was unrestricted in word length, theme, or 
format, with each entry for the most part written within hours of the class ending. There were a 
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total of eleven entries written over a 15-week period approximately. Due to the limitations of this 
study, only a selection of my journal entries will be presented here, with entries being selected 
that reflect and exemplify the process of Lowe’s (2016) framework. Consent was granted by the 
learner, as well as other individuals involved to have their actions written about and used as part 
of this study. Out of respect to the learner’s privacy, the learner shall be referred to as ‘my student’ 
throughout.  
 
AUTOETHNOGRAPHY 
In the following section, a narrative containing extracts from my teaching journal is presented 
chronologically to represent an honest picture of my semester-long learning process. Each journal 
entry was coded to display overarching themes and epiphanies, before being divided into 
appropriate sub-sections. 
 
Opening Thoughts 
It all started when a program manager informed me that I would have a deaf student in my class. 
Information was scarce at this stage; however, I felt that the situation would be serious, unknown, 
and challenging. Questions were asked as I recall from my first journal entry:  
 
Can she hear anything? Can she lip-read? How will she discuss? How about the 
whole 100% English policy in classes? Does that translate to written messages of 
Japanese to my student, will she be penalised for translating messages? Can we go 
about the fluency activity in a written form, is this equitable and fair? 
 
In the week leading up to the lesson, I was filled with ideas about how to approach activities, 
mulling over what her limitations could be, and possible ways to overcome them:  
 
Perhaps I could partner her up with a different student for each lesson, as a way 
for everyone to get a closer understanding with her condition and how to go about 
communicating with her.  
 
I thought about what could be shared with others in the class, particularly regarding necessary 
adaptations. I thought about keeping my student in the same group leading up to the first test:  
 
This would help half of the group establish a common understanding about what to 
do during discussions. But this would deprive all members of the opportunity to 
speak equally with everyone in class, it may also create an unbalance between the 
two ongoing discussions.  
 
I also thought about staging discussions so that my student would speak last. I thought this would 
give her the chance to process everyone’s ideas in written form, help to prepare her questions and 
answers to everyone, and lastly give the rest of the group time to write questions for her. I also 
documented other ideas for aiding the learning/teaching process: 
 
Perhaps some kind of pointing system, whereby she could point to function phrases, 
reaction words, and communication skills, freeing her to then only write the content 
of her ideas.  
 
This lead me to ponder what constitutes proper function use, and how to go about discussion tests. 
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I learnt that my student uses an apparatus termed a ‘boogie board,’ which resembles a modernised 
‘etch-a-sketch’ pad, that lets messages be written quickly with a stylus and then instantly erased 
and replaced. This led me to worry about the following: 
 
My student wants to be treated like all of the other members of the class, but is this 
possible? Also, how will the other students feel about this adapted classroom 
situation, will they buy into it, will they be helpful? 
 
Initial Consultation  
In consultation with colleagues, a variety of attitudes were expressed:  
 
Some said that if they were the other learners, they would feel hard done by, having to take 
on extra responsibilities that they didn’t sign up for. Some expressed a sense of envy, in 
that they wish they were taking on such a challenge. Others pointed me towards blogs and 
writing around the subject. 
 
I also attended a meeting with others involved. Here I learnt that she would have two note-takers, 
who would be my student's ears, recording information about what other group members and I 
were saying. I felt that between the three of us, we had things covered. 
 
Reflections from Class 1 
Having taught the first class and met my students, I reflected on the experiences:  
 
The note-takers took a lot of the responsibility off me, allowing me to go about my class in 
almost the same manner. Although there are a number of positives to be taken from this, I 
feel like I could be doing more. My student stayed close to her two note-takers, after all, 
they are her means of speaking and listening.  
 
I had scripted what to say in advance and printed three copies for my student and her note-takers. 
This took time, however, and it seemed like they did not know I was reading it. The note-takers 
wrote things that I had already presented to her. I reflected on how to proceed:  
 
If I continue to script everything, perhaps I should make it clearer as to which stage 
of the lesson or which page I am reading from. Perhaps I could signal this in some 
way, on the board, through a hand gesture, something like that. I also want 
everything that the other learners say to be written down and presented to my 
student exactly how they are spoken.  
 
I also felt that having note-takers created new problems and uncertainty. I thought about what 
would happen if the note-takers misheard what was said, and I also worried whether my student’s 
intended messages would go awry. I told myself that in the next class, I would minimise confusion, 
establish roles, and keep everything as clear and open as possible:  
 
I’d like my student to look up at me more, take the pressure off the note-takers to try 
and record things that don’t need to be said, and open-up more channels of non-
verbal communication between me, my student, and the rest of the class. 
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Reflections from Class 2 
I used my second journal entry to detail adaptations made for the class, and described how they 
went. The biggest change was in scripting and presenting my teacher-talk:  
 
I decided to structure the class into 10 sections, there is nothing new with this, and 
I always do it. However, I dedicated one page of notes to each section, scripting 
everything that I would say in the lesson. I signalled which section I was reading 
from by writing the same section headings sequentially on the board. When a new 
section started, I moved the marker (a magnet in this case) down to the following 
section.  
 
I recalled how closely my student followed me, and that the note-takers did not seem to be making 
unnecessary or confusing notes. I requested that they write exactly what they heard me and the 
other learners say, and that whatever my student wrote, the note-takers were to say exactly that. I 
was also critical of my own teaching:  
 
My timing was off, I rambled and ad-libbed, adding impromptu information to my 
script. Although this is a natural part of teaching, I need to signal when I am likely 
to do this, so that the note-takers know when to jump in.  
 
I concluded this reflection feeling that everyone was happy coming out of the class, that the note-
takers know their roles, and that the note-takers had reduced, but more effective roles. 
 
Reflections from Class 3 
I accepted that classroom activities would take more time to complete than in other classes, and 
reflected on some moments where these discoveries were made:  
 
I arranged a highly form-focused activity where learners would assume speaker and 
listener roles. The learners were all stood in a line, and once they had finished, 
waited in silence or began conferring in L1. My student and her partner 
undoubtedly took more time to complete this practice, as my student and the 
learner’s ideas were transferred through the two note-takers. This meant a lot of 
silence for the other learners, me running around telling the others to wait, and a 
lot of unnecessary moving around for a practice activity that could be kept much 
simpler.  
 
I concluded my journal by accepting that practice and preparation activities may need to be 
combined, allowing for dual practice of target language and the development of content for 
discussions to follow. I felt that this would reduce the need to change partners and places, giving 
everyone more time, and reducing the amount of activities and instructions. 
 
Internal Coaching and Mentoring 
After the initial two classes, I reflected on a meeting that included the note-takers, as well as other 
people responsible for supporting my student:  
 
It had been reported that the other students felt like they weren’t saying as much as 
they felt was necessary, and felt that because they were pausing more and braking 
up their ideas for clarity, this may have an impact on their grading. This was 
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something that I had not thought about so much until this point. I also found that 
from my student herself, she felt like she wanted more communication with me, for 
example, looking at me when I’m talking, as she felt she was relying too much on 
the note-takers.  
 
I recalled how glad I was that my student’s feelings mirrored my own. It opened more direct 
channels of communication and reduced the amount of time spent using the note-takers. 
 
Reflections from Class 4 
I used this journal entry to reflect further on insights that I had made from the fourth class: 
 
The big looming problem seems to be her ability to ask for reasons. Asking for 
reasons is best done in real time, as a reaction to someone’s opinion. But this can 
only be done if she receives the information also in real time also. This is making 
be worry about the test that’s approaching.  
 
I reflected on my attempts to show my students an alternative way of asking for reasons. For 
example, I felt that she could ask for reasons from people who agreed or disagreed with her: 
 
I confused the students by trying to convey this idea pictorially. I left the class 
thinking about whether I should do what I do in other classes, forget her hearing 
impairment and hand over all support to the note-takers. I need to develop this idea 
of teamwork and question management skills, so a tailored activity may have to be 
devised. 
 
Reflections from Class 5 
I reflected on the major adaptation of emphasising role-taking in activities:  
 
Everyone had clear roles, clear questions to ask. This worked really well in the 
practice. Other members were pausing and letting my student ask her designated 
question. Unfortunately, this wasn’t followed through to the test, and I reflected 
on what needed to be done to overcome these continuing issues: The other 
students need to realise that it takes my student more time to have messages 
delivered to her. They need to sit back, be patient and give her the chance to ask 
questions. She really had to fight her corner, everyone else was too fast.  
 
Ongoing Internal Coaching and Mentoring 
After lesson five, the note-takers offered an idea for future test lessons:  
 
They thought about having the other learners write down their ideas, and having 
my student write down her ideas for other learners to see.  
 
I also documented the feelings that my student expressed in the same exchange:  
 
My student is happy with the current way, after all, she knows best.  
 
I reflected that we would continue to work on making the current system smoother, and that the 
note-takers may have felt pressured by their level of accountability in the current system. 
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Reflections from Class 7 
I recalled strategies I had seen my student developing in response to lesson six feedback:  
 
I saw my student jotting something down on her board, during the fluency, I glanced 
to see what this was. She’d written some choice reactions: ‘I understand,’ ‘Okay,’ 
‘Nice,’ and ‘I see.’ During the fluency, she pointed to each phrase with her pen. She 
used a lot of reactions, this really helped the speakers to know if she had understood 
or not. 
 
I also pondered whether my student needed to be preparing her ideas in advance on her pad:   
 
What if she develops her idea as everyone asks her for opinions, reasons, examples, 
and follow-up questions? My student is happy to go last each time, that’s fine, but if 
she is going to go last, it would be easier on everyone if she just wasn’t occupied in 
writing down her ideas. 
 
Cascade Training 
I reflected on my feeling of determination and reassurance from presenting (Turner, 2016a) about 
my experiences in Hiroshima. I had received good feedback from attendees at my talk, and felt 
that the process of presenting my experiences aloud to new people helped to reinforce my belief 
that what I am doing is a meaningful and worthwhile challenge worth pursuing with the same 
vigour that I had been investing up to this point. 
 
Reflections from Class 9 
This was a discussion test lesson. In the lead-up to it, we practiced assigning different question 
roles. I reflected on this success: 
 
This all went well, I monitored her group closely, subtly intervening and prompting. 
For the first time, I made more explicit attempts to make the learners aware of notes 
being taken, and made the learners aware that after they have finished speaking, 
this doesn’t mean the note-takers have finished writing, and subsequently, my 
student has received the entire message.  
 
I also weighed up the drawbacks to this approach, reflecting that discussions do not flow naturally, 
with discussions seeming mechanical and over rehearsed. 
 
Reflections from Class 11 
I responded to a difficult lesson and what had gone wrong, as the following entry shows: 
 
I didn’t write the order of the lesson plan on the board, this made it confusing for 
the note-takers to know where I was reading from. A lot of things that I said were 
unscripted, with the note-takers not clear if I was talking or reading.  
 
This led me to the realisation that rather than scripting my lesson plan before class, I may need to 
write it in response to other classes. I noted that I was thinking of things to say that weren’t in the 
script. I concluded that if my written script wasn’t a true reflection of what I intended to do, then 
perhaps it would be time change my preparation for this class. 
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Ongoing Internal Coaching and Mentoring 
I recorded my thoughts about an interesting exchange with a colleague. He theorised that the 
reason the students might not ask questions to my student is that they don’t want to give her more 
work to do and make her feel pressured to compose more ideas. 
 
Closing Thoughts 
I thought about the turbulent journey that I, the note-takers, and the learners had been through. I 
looked ahead to the next semester, making the following remarks:  
 
Next semester, she’ll have a new teacher and new members to discuss with. In a 
way, I’m relieved not to continue, I know more can be done, and there is still work 
to do to make the learning environment more comfortable for her, however I’m 
happy to pass things over to someone else. The new challenge for me will be 
bringing the next instructor up to speed with how to incorporate her into the class.  
 
I thought about what to do next, vowing to research more, and find blogs, articles and books.  
 
SUMMARY OF FINDINGS 
In reviewing this study, some practical teaching implications were observed. In particular, it was 
evident that my plans that worked in other classes simply wouldn’t fit this group of learners, and 
so I had to adjust to the situation before me. The challenge, however, was to allow for integration 
and not make too much of the obvious differences. There were three areas in particular where 
adaptations were made. One area was the scripting of my teacher talk. I complicated things by 
improvising, or going off-script. Although I got more disciplined at this over time, ultimately, 
better scripting my instructions would render real time modifications unnecessary. Secondly, the 
timing and the pacing of activities needed reconsidering. With a deaf learner as a member of the 
class, everything takes a little bit longer. The opinions spoken by the other learners needed to be 
written down, and my student’s own ideas had to be conveyed through the note-takers. I learnt 
that things such as short pair-work activities, mingling tasks, and other classroom would not work. 
Finally, I learnt the need to make things more tactile and visual. Presentations of phrases for 
expressing functions like opinions, reasons, and examples had to be adapted and placed on the 
table for all the learners to use with my student. I also learnt that the importance of hand gestures, 
so that my student knew who and when was taking their speaking turns.  
 The importance of collaboration was also a major discovery from this study’s process. 
For example, throughout the process, the other class members quickly learnt boundaries, in the 
speed at which they had to speak and their conduct in group activities. The other learners got better 
at observing the note-takers’ and my student’s stylus pad, paying attention to the disparity in speed 
between spoken and written English. My student gradually learnt that other members would help 
her to develop ideas collectively, by asking follow-up questions, with other learners equally 
holding back the urge to ask questions themselves, in order to give my student the chance to ask 
questions of her own. More broadly, collaboration between different individuals and groups in the 
institution played a pivotal role in the process too. Interactions such as conversations and meetings 
were routinely held to discuss the best ways to move forward, with various ideas being exchanged, 
some of which made it to the class while others were seen as unviable. Concerns and appraisals 
were also expressed, with everyone continuously learning from one another. Above all, everyone 
learnt the importance of listening to my student herself, for she was the one who could tell 
everyone about effective procedures. We accepted her insistence and desires to be a fully 
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integrated member of the course, and ultimately had to be open to the uncertainty that such a 
situation would bring. 
 After the documented process of keeping a journal ended, my professional engagement 
with the subject matter has continued. In a recent blog article (Turner, 2016b), I wrote about how 
the experience was not only new and unfamiliar for me, but how the experience was new for my 
learners, my institution, and to a large extent, the academic field, too.  
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